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The O'Donnell House is a two and one half story frame mansion erected in 1905 by
I.D. O'Donnell. It stands today as a reminder of his contributions to agriculture
in Eastern Montana.
The building is sheathed in narrow horizontal lap siding and sits on a foundation
of sandstone quarried from the rimrocks of Billings. Documentation of the construction indicates fire-brick infill between the studs. A three story octagonal
tower sits at the southeast corner of the rectangular house, with a single story
entry porch wrapped around the house and tower at that corner. Full height bay
windows are found on the east and west facades. A second story bay window projects
from the south facade. Wood shingles cover the steep hip roof, the octagonal
roof over the tower, and the several dormers and gables which project from the
main roof. Two tall brick chimneys rise above.
The exterior is adorned with several decorative elements. A centrally located,
second story, oval window with neo-classical inframement lets light into a dressing
room on the front (south) side. Neo-classical floral panels decorate the spandrels
between the second and third story tower windows and a neo-classical prediment with
finial tops a stained glass window on the east facade which lights the main
staircase. Numerous other windows contain stained glass, diamond-shaped panes
in wood frames, or leaded bottle glass. Paired wooden consoles with elaborate scroll
work hang from the wide roof overhang.
The large mansion contains many rooms. For example, entering the main floor from
the south one encounters the vestibule, reception hall and central hall. To the
west of the central hall one finds from south to north, parlor, living room, back
stairs and kitchen. East of the central hall are the octagonal room (part of the
reception hall), main staircase, library, and dining room. A pantry and butler's
pantry are located between the kitchen and dining room. The second floor has
numerous bedrooms, bath, and sewing room and the back stairs lead up to the attic.
Numerous woods are found in the floors and woodwork of the O'Donnell House,
including oak, cherry, maple, sycamore and pine. Several sets of sliding doors are
veneered in wood to match the selected wood in each particular room and brass
hardware is found throughout. Two first floor and one second floor fireplaces are
decoratively finished in wood and ceramic tile.
The owner and resident of the house, Mrs. Wallis, is the daughter of the original
owner. Much of the furniture is original, the house has been well maintained and
it retains the character of the age in which it was built.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The O'Donnell house stands as a monument to a preeminent figure in
Montana's agricultural development.
Ignatius D. (Bud) O'Donnell was
born in Ontario in 1860; he came to Montana in 1882, working first in
the Maiden gold fields, then as a ranch hand. He was eventually
employed by Frederick Billings (founder of the city of the same name)
and supervised the reorganization and reconstruction of the large
irrigation system known as the Big Ditch on the Billings ranch.
The
system was later purchased by a group of farmers, who installed O'Donnell
as president of the irrigation company.
In 1888, O'Donnell purchased the Hesper Farm and began his experimentation
with irrigation and agricultural methods on alfalfa, sugar beets,
wheat and oats.
He was instrumental in establishing the sugar beet
industry in Montana.
The beet-processing plant he built was purchased
by the Great Western Sugar Company of Denver, which is still active
in the economy of the area.
In addition, O'Donnell built the first
creamery in Billings and founded the Billings Foundry
and Machine
Company.
As supervisor of
irrigation for the U.S. Reclamation Commission
(1916-1920) which he helped organize, O'Donnell developed methods
of water usage and payments for irrigation systems covering a seventeen
state area,
and advised settlers on crop planting and marketing.
On January 1, 1905, O'Donnell moved his family into this new house
onClark Avenue, then on the outskirts of Billings.
The architects were
the firm of J. G. Link and C. S. Haire, one of the most prominent in
the state at that time.
Builders for the new house were Valdo Earns and
Sawyer.
The new home was large enough to accomodate Mr. & Mrs. O'Donnell
and their family of six children.
The house still has much of its early furniture and decor and is a good
example of the architecture of the early twentieth century.
The Country Gentleman, in its August, 1919 issue, published an article
concerning I. D. O'Donnell, whom it designated "The Best Farmer in
Montana." He was a pioneer in irrigation and agriculture crop development
trustee of the Billings Polytechnic Institute, served on the Montana
Horticulture Board, Montana Water Conservation Board, Yellowstone and
Midland Empire Fair Boards, Montana Stock Commission and many other civic
and governmental organizations.
O'Donnell died January 28, 1946, after
more than sixty years of service to Montana and its agriculture.
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STATE HISTORIC PRESERVATION OFFICER CERTIFICATION
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NATIONAL.
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As the designated State Historic Preservation Officer for the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 89-665), I
hereby nominate this property for inclusion in the National Register and certify that it has been evaluated according to the
criteria and procedures set forth by the National Park

TITLE Montana State Historic Preservation Officer
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May 5, 1976
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